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The balance of the UK's hung parliament resonates as much with Europe's darker past as the 
potential of a fairer future, writes Jonathan Hadley. 
 
My time as a British police officer in the 1980s and 1990s saw a society characterised by 
racism, rioting and the rot of social exclusion under the free-market “self-interest” policies of 
a Tory government. I can still feel the catharsis and euphoria flooding the streets upon 
landslide election of a New Labour Government in 1997. I recall Blair’s first public 
announcement as prime minister: “A new day has dawned, has it not?” That day inevitably 
darkened and has now formally ended with the 6 May 2010 elections. 
 
The Friday morning of 7 May found me as a seminar discussant at the Finnish Institute of 
International Affairs responding to Toby Archer’s timely briefing paper, No real Winner? It 
discusses the implications for Europe of a hung parliament in consequence of the elections 
just gone. I was drawn to the regressive Euro-scepticism of the Tory vote that seems to have 
prevailed: in particular the briefing’s reminder of Cameron’s 2005 leadership election 
commitment to siding with an EU network of fringe sceptics, described by the Liberal 
Democrat leader as “anti-Semites”, “homophobes” and “climate deniers”. What hope of a 
progressive European unity driven by common values of social justice now?      
 
My thoughts slid to a distant speech by Winston Churchill in Zurich, 19 September 1946. It is 
known as the “something that will astonish you” speech. It was an influential post-war plea 
for European Unity and Churchill’s ‘astonishing’ proposal was simply to end the nationalistic 
antagonisms that had led to war and was a call to build, in his words, “a kind of United States 
of Europe”. France led in this on 9 May 1950, of course, but the statesman’s words that I 
found myself dwelling upon in light of the paper’s question as to the election implications for 
Europe were these: 
 
The League of Nations did not fail because of its principles or conceptions. It failed 
because these principles were deserted by those states who had brought it into being. 
 
Time passes and we forget. The principles and conceptions of the 1992 formation of the 
European Union are framed as ‘a single area of freedom, security and justice’ inside of which 
the citizen of any member state has ‘the right to travel, work and reside anywhere without 
restriction’. Democratic government and rule of law based on the European Convention on 
Human Rights are the very principles upon which membership to the Union is built. It makes 
for a racially, culturally and morally integrated citizenship with no place for narrow-minded 
nationalisms in politics, administration or society.  
 
But a prevailing nationalistic rhetoric and scapegoating of immigrant “others” characterises 
the Euro-sceptic and the populist vote that it attempts to capture. The now all-too-dominant 
language of ‘security’ has unjust but readily exploitable Islamophobic undertones that seem 
to pass with little critical reflection around Europe. In the all-trumping name of ‘security’ we 
have seen Belgium act shamefully as the first European country to outlaw the wearing of 
face-covering clothing in public. Other European member states wait in the wings to trample 
basic rights to freedom of religious expression. Is Europe to become a collection of 
frightened peoples distrustful of each other on the street? Will an elected Euro-scepticism see 
governments desert the very principles upon which the EU was brought into being? On the 
astonishing post-war note of European unity and the civic principles upon which it has since 
been brought into being, the Tory leader might try looking his forbearer in the eye from time 
to time. 
  
For what should be remembered is that in the 21st century the basic rights and freedoms 
enshrined in the European Convention Human Rights represent not only the minimum 
common values of the EU’s member states at constitutional level but are derived precisely 
from the shared European experience of modernity within their collective 19th and 20th 
century political developments as nation-states.  
That is: the experience of naked capitalism and its alienating condition of poverty; individual 
liberalism and its facilitation of popular prejudices; nationalist fascism and the horrors of its 
racisms; communism and its debilitating condition of state dependency. Alongside these lie 
fears of tyranny by monarchy, popular majority or powerful minority, as well as fears of 
dictatorship by either self-appointed leaders or, most profoundly, any future democratically 
elected parliament. This has been the shared social and political history of Europe and 
represents the very ills, of the worst possible kind, that a common social-justice agenda 
within a unified Europe under a Human Rights frame is intended to protect us from. 
Otherwise we have secured little worth saving at all.  
Wishing to dispel the self-delusion that the danger of the EU regressing into the all-too-
familiar power games of national governments has been at all banished by the EU project, the 
long-standing critical social theorist Jürgen Habermas talks of Europe as a ‘faltering 
project’ and writes in the preface to his 2007 book of the same name: 
 
The course of European unification has been determined until now by 
governments. But they now seem to be at their wits’ end. Perhaps it is time for 
them to hand over responsibility for the future of Europe to their peoples. 
 
In response to the briefing paper and context of Churchill’s ‘astonishing’ words, I found 
myself wondering if Europe’s ‘League of Members’ will again fail society, just as the League 
of Nations failed the Europe of the 1930s? Will Euro-scepticism lead to somewhat similar 
consequences for much the same reason – the desertion of principles?  
 
The 2010 UK elections competed with media coverage of rioting protesters in Athens. 
Chiming with Habermas’ recent words and echoing a pragmatic twist on Marx’s most famous 
of manifesto statements, a draped banner over the re-claimed Acropolis read ‘Peoples of 
Europe Unite’. But who stands to be 21st century Europe’s scapegoated “other” should the 
economic contagion from Greece spread: the banks? I doubt it. Neo-Marxist thinking 
suggests a ‘global multitude’ of workers uniting in their world poverty and sense of injustices 
against a ‘global empire’ of networked state powers and capital. Yet history has shown us 
that, faced with the spectre, Europe favours fascism to communism. Could it ever be so 
again? No country in Europe (including Britain) was untouched by the fascisms of the 1920s 
and 1930s. It sits buried deep in our political pasts, but is it dead? It is a sop to think so: A 
disillusionment with the liberal left? Economic crisis? A failure of politics? Anger, insecurity 
and a scapegoated “other”? The philosophers who experienced first-hand as surviving victims 
the worst horrors of that dark time have a simple message for us in the present: “It happened 
before, therefore it can happen again.”  
 
Between the lines of the 2010 UK elections a potential green-light has been flashed across 
Europe for a hardening Euro-scepticism. My feelings at this time is that the social ills of the 
1980s and 1990s that I witnessed as a police officer would pale against the deeper social ills 
of an abandoned European project of civil unity. I am hoping that Labour and the Liberal 
Democrat’s find their common agenda of social-justice and progressive development of the 
EU and use it to wrest the negative influence of Euro-scepticism from the UK right. If not, I 
fear that we face a darker decade ahead. 
 
Jonathan Hadley 
Pre-print for Helsinki Times, 11 May 2010. 
 
 
 
 
